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With a view to researching the coping strategies and social networks 
among Dar es Salaam’s urban refugees, I devised a number of strategies to 
increase the representativeness of a sample constituted through snowball 
sampling.  With regard to the composition of the sample, I preset the quota for 
gender, nationality and age category.  In order to have a sample as divers as 
possible, it was imperative to have as many point of entry into the community 
as possible.  Qualitative data, such as, refugees' narratives and discourses 
from agencies and the media, served to contextualize the quantitative survey 
data.  Notwithstanding the strategies applied to increase the 
representativeness of the sample and of the information collected, there 
remain important issues to be taken into consideration when interpreting the 
research findings. 
 
In the wake of the tragic events in the Great Lakes region during the 1990s, more than 
one million refugees sought a safe haven in Tanzania.  Increasing numbers among these, 
estimated to be several tens of thousands, resisted going to one of the refugee camps and 
headed for Dar es Salaam instead, even if it meant foregoing any material assistance from 
humanitarian agencies and legal residence status from the national authorities in the country 
of asylum.  Living scattered across the Tanzanian metropolis, these forced migrants show 
their resilience under adverse circumstances by coping with a new language, economic 
challenges and unfamiliar social environments.  In this process, they rely heavily on their 
personal social networks, members of which provide them with financial and material 
assistance as well as emotional support in the form of friendship, advice and companionship.  
The purpose of my doctoral research project
1
 was to analyze the networking strategies 
deployed by the urban refugees in the process of coping with a situation of forced migration 
                                                 
1
 The field research was funded by the Wenner Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. 
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in terms of the gender, nationality and age.  The principal methodological tool applied to the 
analysis of the data collected during fieldwork sessions in 2000, 2001 and 2002, was social 
network analysis.  Its findings were contextualized qualitatively by the accounts, life histories 
and interviews with informants of Congolese, Burundese, Rwandese and Tanzanian origin.  
The urban refugees in this study constitute an "undocumented" population in more than 
one way.  Not only do they lack a legal status and residence permits for Dar es Salaam, there 
is also very scant information or documentation available on this population with regard to its 
size, demographic structure, survival strategies, etc.  Both issues carry important 
consequences with regard to the methods and strategies applied to both the data collecting 
process and the selection and locating of respondents and informants.  This paper recounts 
the theoretical considerations  that accompanied my choice of methods and the practical 
strategies I applied to carry out the actual research.  Even as numerous efforts were invested 
into the composing of a representative sample of this particular population and into the 
contextualizing of the findings in the final presentation, the needs persists to reflect upon 
certain (perhaps unsolvable?) issues with regard to researching "undocumented" populations.  
These are presented in the final section of this paper. 
Collecting Data  
Traditionally, field experience was a conduit sine qua non for a piece of research to be 
considered anthropological, based on the perception that only participant observation allowed 
the researcher to observe and write down in a scientifically objective manner the "other" 
culture or society waiting to be discovered (Gupta and Ferguson 1997).  Increasingly, 
however, the inevitability of the subjectivity or "social, cultural and political location" (5) of 
both researcher and those being researched came to be recognized.  Whereas nowadays 
"participant observation continues to be a major part of positioned anthropological 
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methodologies, . . . it is ceasing to be fetishized" (17) and is usually complemented by a vast 
array of quantitative and qualitative methods.   
In addition, traditional anthropological fieldwork usually took place in village 
communities where participant observation was considered to be "the" data collecting tool 
par excellence.  This study, on the other hand, takes place in an urban setting and among 
individuals who do not form "a community" in the traditional anthropological sense of the 
word.  In order to hide their refugee status from the Tanzanian authorities--occasionally even 
hiding from their own countrymen for political reasons--the urban refugees in Dar es Salaam 
are forced to live a clandestine life.  For the researcher, this means that relying mainly on 
participant observation by talking and living with the members of the refugee community is 
not really a viable option, and the necessity of additional data gathering tools ensues. 
Defining Respondent Criteria 
Before embarking on the data collection process among the refugees of Congolese, 
Burundese and Rwandese descent residing in Dar es Salaam, it is necessary to have a closer 
look at the label "urban refugee."  From the literature there appears to exist an increasing 
diversity in the composition of urban refugee populations, as well as in their motives to head 
for the urban centers instead of the refugee camps.  In one of the earliest references to urban 
refugees as a separate category of forced migrants, albeit one continuously increasing in 
numbers, Gould (1974) defines them as "educated, skilled, often politically active, and 
involved with freedom fighters of governments in exile" (416).  Subsequent studies however, 
the majority of which took place among Eritrean and Ethiopian refugees in Sudan's capital, 
Khartoum in the 1980s and 1990s, showed that over time the proportion of non-urbanites 
became more important, and that their reasons for preferring to reside in Khartoum instead of 
the refugee camps covered a whole range of motives: search for education, rural to urban 
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migration, ambitions to emigrate, etc. (Weaver 1988; Goitom 1987; Karadawi 1987; Kibreab 
1996).  In addition, increasing rates of urbanization on the African continent have had a 
determinative influence on the rural/urban ratio of Africa's refugee populations.  Contrary to 
the situation in the 1970s, the current profile of the African urban refugee is far more 
diversified.  Given the long history of refugee influxes from the Great Lakes region in 
addition to migration flows and inter-marriage patterns among neighbors,  I estimated that 
defining the selection criteria of respondents deserved thorough consideration.  After 
studying the existing situation through consultation with Congolese, Burundese and 
Rwandese friends "on the ground" as well as going through the existing, albeit scant, 
literature,  I arrived at the following three general selection criteria. 
In view of the fact that this research project focused on the reconstruction of 
individuals' personal social networks in the wake of their forced migration, the first criteria 
was that respondents should have a maximum of ten years, yet a minimum of one year of 
residence in Dar es Salaam.
2
  This selection criterion thus excludes those Congolese, 
Burundese and Rwandese who sought refuge in Dar es Salaam in the 1960s and 1970s, quite 
a few of whom are now Tanzanian nationals, particularly among the Rwandese.  Secondly, 
interviewees should have recollections of life at home as an adult, i.e., older than 15 years of 
age at the time of leaving home, and these recollections should be no older than 10 years in 
order for the individuals to be able to compare social relations at home and in the country of 
asylum.  This second criteria excludes many Burundi refugees who spent over 20 years, 
sometimes 30 years, in exile in (then) Zaire, and who came to Tanzania only because of the 
1996 and 1998 wars in the Eastern part of the Democratic Republic of Congo.  The third 
                                                 
2
 E.g., someone who spent 5 years in a Tanzanian refugee camp, and came to Dar es Salaam only 6 months ago 
does not respond to this criteria. 
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criteria pertains to the motive for leaving the home country, and relates to the principle of 
forced migration.  In addition to persons deciding to leave home for political reasons or the 
dangers of war, I decided to also include individuals who came to Dar es Salaam for lack of 
economic opportunities at home as a result of the political situation in the Great Lakes 
region.
3
  Having established these three general selection criteria for both respondents and 
informants, the next step was to further fine-tune the sampling method with regard to the 
demographic parameters of the population. 
Sample Parameters 
Chambers (1979) estimated that in 1976 only 1.2% of African refugees were urban, the 
majority of whom unassisted (382).  By 1986 however, Rogge speculates that "although there 
are still no specific data on actual numbers of urban refugees for the continent as a whole, the 
figure may now be as high as one third the total" (8).  If this holds true, there might be as 
many as one hundred thousand refugees residing in Dar es Salaam.  Notwithstanding the 
general consensus on the fact that urban refugee populations are steadily increasing in size, 
there remains a lot of conjecture on their demographic structure.  Contrary to widely held 
assumptions that urban refugee populations are comprised predominantly of young, single 
males (Sommers 2001; Goitom 1987; UNHCR 1997), recent statistical information shows 
that "this is not the case in many cities where substantial numbers of refugees are to be 
found" (UNHCR 2001: Internet) as is the case in Dar es Salaam.
4
   
                                                 
3
 E.g., a Rwandese university lecturer lost his job of many years to a "returnee" from Uganda who was more 
closely related to the current regime in Kigali than he was. 
4
 Given that young males, for reasons of language and culture norms, are more open to contact with outsiders 
than women or older men, it is easy to see how  this perception came about.  The description of the sampling 
method used all too often missing in the write-up (Sommers 2001; Goitom 1987), the reader is left to speculate 
on the level of its randomness.  This holds especially true for clandestine populations where snowball sampling 
appears the only indicated method of locating respondents.  It is in this context that I decided that without some 
pre-established demographic parameters, the likelihood of a skewed sample (i.e., one that reflects the 
demographics of the initial contacts) would be all too high.  
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Based on UNHCR's finding that larger urban refugee populations are more diversified 
demographically and in order to avoid a probable bias resulting from free snowball sampling 
in a clandestine population,  I predetermined the following three demographic parameters.
5
  
The first one was nationality: the aim was to locate one hundred respondents of each 
nationality, Congolese, Burundese and Rwandese, totaling three hundred persons.  Secondly, 
gender was to be equally represented in each group of one hundred respondents, i.e., fifty 
adult men and fifty adult women.  Thirdly, four age categories were defined.  The principle 
underlying the defining of the four age categories was based on marital and child status, 
because both marital and child status compliment the role of age in the societal status of an 
individual in an African context.  Persons younger than 25 years of age are generally 
considered to be not yet married and childless, while persons between 26 and 35 years of age 
are much more likely to be married as well as have young children.  The next generation, the 
36 to 45 years olds, more frequently have larger families consisting of adolescent children 
generating pre-occupations of a different nature than the two younger age categories.  The 
oldest age group in this study consists of persons over the age of 45, the majority of whom 
will likely have children of an adult age.  In addition, I strived to have a balanced sample as 
large as possible in order to increase the statistical significance of my findings, and three 
hundred was found to be the maximum number of respondents that could be located and 
surveyed in the available time space.
6
 
The Importance of Context 
                                                 
5
 In addition to pre-setting the three demographic parameters, and being dependent on the snowball method to 
locate informants, I considered it counterproductive to an unbiased analysis of people's social networks to 
survey more than two individuals listed among one respondent's social network members, lest there should be 
too much repetition in the alters listed. 
6
 See also Bloch 1999 for an interesting overview of the methodological considerations of surveying refugees. 
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"It has been said, rather facetiously, that qualitative research is what you do when you 
don't have enough data or don't understand statistics" (Ahearn 2000:15).  Clearly, would it 
not be more precise to state that instead of focusing on the elusive goal of total objectivity, 
qualitative research methods implicitly recognize subjectivity through their reliance on other 
people's voices collected through narratives, interviews, life histories, focus groups and 
participant observation?  In addition, certain types of data cannot be ethically or 
methodologically quantified, such as narratives.  It is in this sense that quantitative and 
qualitative research methods should be considered complementary instead of each other's 
opposite.  The premise on which qualitative research is based is "the value of the insider's 
view: to understand the world from their perspective, rather than categorizing their 
experiences out of context or from the outsiders' view" (Omidian 2000: 42).
7
  The qualitative 
data or "voices" collected through interviews and (partial) life histories represent an avenue 
towards uncovering and understanding the multiple interpretations and meanings of  refugee 
life in Dar es Salaam, and constitute the larger part of the contextualization of the survey data 
collected. 
Even as qualitative information provides a context that gives meaning to the 
quantitative survey data, there remains the issue of the contextualization of the qualitative 
data themselves. Considering that the most self-evident way of giving a voice to those 
unheard is through personal narratives (be it life histories, structured or unstructured 
interviews, etc.) that allow the expression of people's experiences, it is not surprising that 
they have become a very popular research method among social scientists.  After all, "what 
could be truer [sic], after all, than a subject's own account of what he or she has lived 
through?" (Scott 1992: 24).  And yet, it is exactly this reliance on "experience" as the 
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 What anthropologists have traditionally called the emic versus the etic view. 
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undisputed evidence that Scott subsequently puts into question.  She argues that experience 
itself is a subjective interpretation of events, and that the "project of making experience 
visible" obscures "the workings of the ideological system itself" (25).  Social scientists 
therefore need to include into their analyses the discursive construction of differences and 
categories that subjects utilize to describe their experiences.
8
  Canning (1994), on the other 
hand, goes a step further and refuses to accept that discourses are completely determinative of 
people's experiences in the sense that "subjects do have some kind of agency, even if the 
meanings they make depend on . . . the discourses available to them" (377).  Moreover, 
discourses not merely constitute the domain in which subjectivities emerge, they also supply 
the actual arguments for people to challenge their uncontested applicability and to endeavor 
changes (395-6).   
Applying the above reflections to this particular study of urban refugees in Dar es 
Salaam, it becomes clear that the refugees' personal narratives need to be contextualized 
through analyzing other texts as well.  In the context of this particular research project, this 
meant looking at the discourses of refugee agencies, of the Tanzanian government and local 
authorities, of the media, and of Dar es Salaam's Tanzanian residents.  Because of the 
international nature of the research setting and the politico-historical laden-ness of the 
refugee situation, time was also spent on the political, economic and socio-cultural history of 
the region (Willems 2003).   
Positionalities 
It is one thing to contextualize the narratives of the persons interviewed through  
discursive analysis (i.e., locating the positionality of the interviewee), however, it is equally 
                                                 
8
 This emphasis on representation or discourse, as opposed to the pursuit of a discernible, retrievable historical 
"reality" is also known as the "linguistic turn"(di Leonardi 1992:22). 
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important to take into account the positionality (role and setting) of the interviewer and the 
interpretation thereof by the interviewee (Gluck and Patai 1991). This point is beautifully 
illustrated in Knudsen's experience as a Canadian researcher among Vietnamese refugees in 
South East Asian refugee camps (1991; 1990; 1983).  His study draws attention to the role of 
the investigator in the construction of the refugees' life history stories and of the transit 
refugee camp itself.
9
  He found that a refugee will "construe a life history in an attempt to 
reduce the uncertainty of his/her life course and simultaneously secure his/her rights towards 
the future" (1990: 123).  These survival strategies led the refugees to construct life histories 
that forewent personal past experiences in order to fulfill the ascribed role of refugees, 
especially where it concerns refugees who will resettle permanently, and who thus tend to 
"perceive the present camp sojourn in itself as a liminal phase between the past and the 
future" (125).  Eventually, to some camp dwellers, the story which was first meant to serve as 
a strategic construct, started to live its own life, the person no longer able to split the story 
s/he constructed from the reality invented.  Knudsen's role as a Canadian investigator was 
perceived by the refugees as "related to" the Canadian immigration officials who were to 
decide on the refugees' individual immigration statuses.  Ultimately, in the refugees' life 
histories past and present were subconsciously negated in favor of the future due to the 
specificities of the refugee transit camp and the nationality of the investigator. 
Whereas the use of life histories, memories and oral histories will assist the researcher 
in being "more sensitive to situationality and variability" (Indra 1998: 19), informants' re-
interpreting of the past in order to give meaning to the present, on the other hand, does raise 
the question of the "representativeness" of the narratives collected.  The important questions 
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 Because the refugees residing in the transit camp were all in the process of being resettled or seeking 
resettlement to Western countries. 
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at this point are: how does one determine what or who is "representative" and who decides 
which norm to apply?   Or in other words: should researchers apply themselves "to produce 
general ethnographic descriptions of people's beliefs or actions" by "smoothing over 
contradictions, conflict of interests, doubts, and arguments, not to mention changing 
motivations and historical circumstances" (Abu-Lughod  1993: 9)?  Susan Geiger (1992) 
cautions that a methodology "that features as major conceptual organizers the positional 
markers of marginality and representativeness automatically privileges certain voices and 
obstructs others through the very framework imposed" (309).  In order to counter that 
tendency, she advocates the concept of "multiple truths" to be the leitmotiv for researchers 
intending to describe people's lives.  Subscribing to Geiger's advice, I opted to use the 
quantitative findings as a leitmotiv for organizing the qualitative data in my final presentation 
(more detail later).  Having decided on the data collecting methods, the next step was to 
develop strategies to establish contacts with the population under study. 
Locating People 
"Trust" is an issue of the utmost relevance to the process of collecting data among 
refugee populations, and particularly so with regard to the overwhelming majority of the 
urban refugees in Dar es Salaam.  The concept of "trust" in Daniel and Knudsen's Mistrusting 
Refugees (1995) raised a good deal of dust in the academic world of refugee researchers 
(Bisharat 1997; Schwartz 1997; Geuijen 1997; McGovern 1998; Voutira and Harrell-Bond in 
Daniel and Knudsen 1995: 207-224).  While I agree that assuming "trust" as an a priori state 
of humanity does not really have a scientific basis, it is impossible to deny that becoming a 
refugee means having to deal with a huge increase in the lack of predictability of day-to-day 
life as it was known to them before the flight.  Or as Bisharat puts it: ". . . trust . . . is 
shattered when refugees are created by systematic violence and . . . mistrust . . . replaces it 
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and stubbornly persists, even when the conditions that originally fostered the mistrust have 
abated" (1997: 664).   
The high level of "mistrust" existing in refugee camps and settlements, is even 
compounded in a situation where refugees opt to self-settle elsewhere, thereby contravening 
the explicit official policies of the country of asylum, as is the case for the refugees in Dar es 
Salaam.  Outside of the officially designated areas in Western Tanzania, refugees in Tanzania 
run the permanent risk of being arrested and, as illegal immigrants, may even be deported to 
their home country by the Tanzanian Immigration officials.  In such circumstances 
information becomes a powerful weapon, that, once released, may be turned against the 
refugee who lost all control over it.  Suspicion runs high, especially vis-à-vis strangers, such 
as social researchers who go around asking all sorts of questions and spreading the word that 
they are particularly interested in talking to refugees.
10
 
First Contacts 
During the first months of predissertation research in the Spring of 2000, I was 
fortunate enough to meet with a person closely linked to the University of Florida,
11
 who 
happened to be married to a Congolese History professor teaching at the University of Dar es 
Salaam.  Through her, I met my first Congolese assistant, who was not a refugee but a legal 
resident of Tanzania.  My assistant and his family were well integrated and respected in the 
Congolese community in Dar es Salaam, which consists not only of refugees, but also of 
academics, businessmen, diplomats, etc.  The ward of Kinondoni was by that time already 
                                                 
10
 It should be mentioned at this point, that because of the sensitive and precarious situation of the 
undocumented urban refugees, I never insisted on collecting the real names of respondents or their social 
network members.  However, on more than one occasion, the informant, after initially introducing him or 
herself to me under a pseudonym, decided to reveal his/her real name once a relationship of trust had been 
established. 
11
 Where I was a Ph.D. student at the time of research. 
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locally known as the "place where all the Congolese live,"
12
  and it was here that I spent 
many hours during the predissertation phase of my research project talking mainly to 
Congolese men and women.  Most of them had come to Dar es Salaam in the 1990s, some 
registering as refugees with UNHCR, others accepting being undocumented as an 
unavoidable fact of refugee life.  Congolese informants were located using the snowball 
method, and contacts were fairly easily established due mainly to two reasons: the link to the 
parents of my assistant, who were well-established in the community and widely respected, 
and, secondly, I surmise, my Belgian nationality.  Despite a violent colonial history and the, 
at times, ambiguous postcolonial relationship between the two countries, I gathered from 
contacts with Congolese informants that at the individual level there still exists a certain level 
of affinity towards Belgium and Belgian nationals.  Speaking French was an unquestionable, 
even indispensable, asset, as many of the educated Congolese refugees expressed their joy at 
the opportunity of engaging in conversations and discussions in French.  At the same time, 
few, if any of the Congolese informants appeared at any time uncomfortable walking around 
with a white person, thus attracting attention in a popular neighborhood such as Kinondoni.  I 
was able to meet with people in their homes, at their place of work, in public places such as 
local bars, or on the street. 
Multiple Points of Entry 
By the time I returned to Dar es Salaam in the Spring of 2001, my research proposal 
included refugees of Burundese and Rwandese descent as well for the purpose of cross-
cultural comparisons.  A Rwandese research assistant was recruited through contacts at the 
University of Dar es Salaam, a Burundese assistant through the French Cultural Center 
(Alliance Française) in Dar es Salaam.  The Rwandese young man's father had sought refuge 
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 In 2002, a popular Swahili song by a Tanzanian singer refers to Kinondoni as "Congo." 
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in Tanzania in 1959, indicative of his Tutsi background, and had since acquired Tanzanian 
nationality.  The young man having grown up in Tanzania spoke only English and Swahili, 
and never having visited Rwanda, he mastered neither Kinyarwanda nor French.  After 
numerous fruitless attempts to convince some Rwandese refugees of the 1990s to participate 
in the survey and eventually be interviewed by me, we agreed this line of action was not 
going to work.  At the same time, the Burundese assistant had little success as well, claiming 
that the political tensions between Burundi and Tanzania at the time
13
 had frightened his 
Burundese refugee friends to the extent that they categorically refused to have any part of the 
research project, let alone meet with the researcher.  Clearly, contacts with the Rwandese and 
Burundese refugee populations in Dar es Salaam were not going to develop as smoothly as 
with the Congolese. 
Over time, continuing the meeting and interviewing of Congolese men and women, 
another Congolese research assistant was recruited, a young woman who at one time was a 
teacher at the Groupe Interscolaire des Grands Lacs
14
 through which she had established 
contacts with the Burundese and to a lesser extent the Rwandese community in Dar es 
Salaam.   Having learned by now that, for a variety of reasons that are elaborated on 
elsewhere (Willems 2003), it would be even more difficult to gain access to the Rwandese 
refugees than the Burundese, I decided to concentrate on the last ones first.
15
  After a few 
                                                 
13
 In August and September 2001, the press had reported incursions of the Burundi army into Tanzanian territory 
claiming Tanzania was supporting the Burundi rebels.  The reaction of president Mkapa was to forthwith 
announce the involuntary repatriation of all Burundese from Tanzania.  This announcement caused a great deal 
of unrest and anxiety among Dar es Salaam's Burundese residents. 
14
 This is a school founded by Congolese, Burundese and Rwandese nationals in Dar es Salaam, where close to 
300 children at primary and secondary school level are instructed the French/Belgian school curriculum in 
French by around twelve (often professional) teachers, often themselves refugees from the Great Lakes region. 
15
 Another possible avenue to the Burundi refugee community in Dar es Salaam through a local NGO Neighbors 
without Borders, founded by a Burundi mzee, did not work out either.  The several persons I was referred to by 
the Director of this NGO, turned out to be political activists and members to one of the Burundi rebel groups, 
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initial conversations and interviews with several Burundi young men
16
 through my assistant's 
contacts from the school, one of them was recruited with the sole purpose of locating Burundi 
respondents according to the selection criteria set out earlier.  We devised a routine whereby 
initial contact was made by the Burundese assistant inquiring about the willingness of the 
person to participate in the survey, and if positive, subsequently setting up an appointment 
with the Congolese research assistant who by now was well trained in administering the 
survey and eliciting the social network data.   
The third step was to establish a place and a time, determined by the Burundese 
respondent, to meet with me for an interview.
17
  Usually, both the Burundese and Congolese 
research assistants accompanied me on the first meeting.  After explaining to the informant at 
length (in either French or Swahili depending on his/her preference) who I was and why I 
wanted this meeting and ask all sorts of questions, I went over the social networks data, 
trying to slowly establish contact and gain trust.  With a limited number of Burundese 
informants, I made arrangements for further conversations to which neither assistant would 
be present.  Participant observation, or observation tout court was not really a viable research 
method in these circumstances.  Most of the Burundese preferred to meet with me in public 
places, often in a ward different from the one they resided in, obviously in an attempt to not 
attract the attention of their Tanzanian neighbors by taking advantage of the anonymity a big 
city such as Dar es Salaam with its three million inhabitants has to offer.  By the time I 
completed six months of research, in December 2001, I had succeeded in reaching the 
                                                                                                                                                        
who wanted to check out whether I was really a social science researcher, but who were further unwilling (or 
unable) to introduce me to potential respondents and/or informants. 
16
 As mentioned before young men are always the easiest point of entry into any African refugee community.   
17
 In accordance with Spradley's definitions, a respondent is a person who participates in a survey, an informant 
agrees to ethnographic interviewing and more frequent personal contacts with the ethnographer. 
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research goals established for the Congolese and Burundese urban refugees, but it was still 
unclear whether I would be able to accomplish the same among the Rwandese forced 
migrants.
18
 
Insurmountable Barriers? 
In the Summer of 2002, I returned to Dar es Salaam for the final three months of 
research focusing this time almost exclusively on the Rwandese refugee population.  
Fortunately, during my absence my Congolese assistant and two other Congolese young men 
conversant in Kinyarwanda, had persevered in trying to not just establish contacts, but more 
importantly, convince their Rwandese frères et soeurs ("brothers and sisters") that 
participating in the survey or agreeing to talk to me, would not put them in any danger of 
being discovered by the Tanzanian authorities.
19
  In view of the Rwandese reluctance to 
divulge any information on paper about their social networks for fear of the Tanzanian police 
and the International Crimes Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) in Arusha, I had to change the 
routine used so far.  One of the Congolese middle persons would arrange for a meeting, at 
which my main goal was to convince the Rwandese of my "real" identity by pulling out not 
only a letter of introduction by the Department of Anthropology (that I had not had to use 
even once until then) but also my Gator-1 student card.
20
  The first Rwandese persons I met 
were, as usual, young men.  Most would agree to meet with me on a second or third occasion 
for ethnographic interviewing, but in the absence of any of the Congolese assistants.  When a 
                                                 
18
 A few months earlier, I had made another attempt at recruiting another Rwandese assistant.  This young 
woman appeared very enthusiastic, but it turned out that suspicions run so high among the Rwandese--as I was 
to learn later--that she refused to give me even her mobile phone number, let alone any other indication as to 
how I would be able to contact her, thus impeding any fruitful collaboration. 
19
 The specificities of the pre-occupations of the Rwandese refugees in Dar es Salaam are complex and many.  
Basically, Rwandese refugees in Dar es Salaam, many of whom (linked to) former political figures, are afraid of 
being accused of participating in the master-minding of the 1994 genocide. 
20
 Student Identity Card used at the University of Florida. 
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relationship of trust was finally established, most would also agree to provide the social 
network data, especially when it was emphasized that no real names needed to be revealed.  
This new routine worked well for young men and women in their twenties and early thirties, 
but it appeared after a while that, unfortunately, despite numerous attempts older Rwandese 
would continue to categorically refuse to meet with me.  They would however, accept to be 
surveyed on the social network data and a few other questions by the female Congolese 
assistant, because she was notre soeur ("our sister").
21
  Ultimately, I succeeded in collecting 
the Rwandese social network data on Rwandese respondents of all ages, yet had frequent 
ethnographic interviews with men and women between 20 and 35 years of age only.   
Clearly, not every single Congolese or Burundese refugee contacted agreed to talk to 
me, yet, contrary to the Rwandese, the former appeared to base their decision on  individual 
and personal motives rather than the structural or collective reasons influencing the decision 
of the latter.  On the basis of feedback from my research assistants and a number of 
informants, I learned that whereas the Congolese perceived me to be the representative of an 
international NGO, sometimes even of UNHCR, looking for a project to assist the refugees, 
the Burundese usually saw me as a possible gateway to a third country, while the Rwandese 
would only grudgingly accept that I was not in any way linked to the International Crimes 
Tribunal for Rwanda in Arusha or a journalist bent on publishing a scoop at their expense.  
The process of locating informants for the purpose of this research process and the different 
types of problems that I had to confront, were in itself an argument in favor of one of the 
main theoretical stances my research project was built on, namely the de-essentializing of the 
refugee-experience.   
                                                 
21
 One was even interviewed and recorded on tape by a Congolese frère. This Rwandese refugee agreed to the 
interviewing and to the taping, but he was too afraid to meet with me personally, as there was the slightest 
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Findings 
As explained earlier, the composition of the sample was based on three parameters: 
gender, nationality and age.  In the final result, both genders were equally represented, 150 
men and 150 women, as were the three nationalities, 100 individuals each (see Table 1).  The 
number of people in each age category responds to a large extent to the initial goal of having 
30% of respondents in the three youngest age categories (90 each) and 10% in the category of 
older people.  The second age category, consisting of persons between 26 and 35 years of 
age, is slightly over-represented (95) whereas both the persons of between 20 and 25 years of 
age (88) and of between 36 and 45 years of age (86) are slightly underrepresented.  In 
addition, while the number of persons in the oldest age category is approximately on target, 
31 instead of 30 persons, women make up its majority: 19 women compared to 12 men.  
Considering all the efforts that were made to compile a sample of a given composition within 
in a limited period of time, these differences appear to indicate certain existing tendencies in 
the larger urban refugee populations, namely that it consists of proportionately more persons 
between 26 and 35 years old, while among older refugees (> 45) women represent the 
majority. 
 
Table 1. Composition of Final Sample: Gender, Nationality, and Age Group. 
Nationality 
and Gender 
Between 20 
and 25 year 
Between 26 
and 35 year 
Between 36 
and 45 year 
Older than 45 
years 
Total 
Sample 
Congolese      
Women 14 15 14 7 50 
Men 14 17 15 4 50 
 
Burundese 
     
Women 14 16 13 7 50 
Men 16 17 14 3 50 
                                                                                                                                                        
chance that "as a white person" I should be connected to the UN International Crimes Tribunal for Rwanda in 
Arusha.   
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Rwandese 
     
Women 15 15 15 5 50 
Men 15 15 15 5 50 
Total Sample 88 95 86 31 300 
 
 
Whereas the survey was administered to a total of three hundred persons, interviews 
were conducted and personal narratives collected from a little over forty informants only, 
who were chosen in function of their gender, nationality and age.  In the final presentation of 
the findings, the frequencies generated by the survey constituted the leitmotiv in organizing 
these refugees' voices necessary to illustrate and contextualize the issues at hand.  For 
example, the survey question soliciting the respondents' main preoccupations of life in exile 
yielded replies that could easily be organized in a limited number of categories.  The order of 
the frequencies of each category of replies (e.g., returning home (43%), continuing education 
(26%), finding money, job, food, accommodation (18%), leaving Tanzania (17%), etc.) 
determined the amount of attention given to the respective narratives illustrating and 
contextualizing these concerns in the final presentation.  However, because of having 
interviewed over forty informants out of the three hundred respondents, I decided that for the 
purpose of individualizing the material presented, it would be opportune to concentrate on the 
ethnographic accounts of a limited number of persons only.  To that purpose, twelve men and 
women were identified in function of their representativeness of the larger sample, who 
served as the protagonists throughout the presentation of findings.  They were between the 
ages of 22 and 55, and each of the three nationalities was represented by two men and two 
women.  These accounts were complemented occasionally by short excerpts from the 
interviews with other  informants, who are identified by age, gender and nationality only 
where relevant. 
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Reflecting on Methods and Strategies 
Carrying out a research project among non-camp refugee populations, particularly 
those consisting largely of illegal residents, entails a number of methodological 
considerations.  One is the use of certain sampling methods, i.e., snowball sampling which 
cannot guarantee the sample's representativeness according to strict statistical principles of 
randomness.  Another issue is the researcher's unavoidable dependence on certain members 
of the respective refugee populations to introduce him/her into the communities and to assist 
in carrying out surveys. "While using co-ethnics to collect the data [is] necessary for access 
and language skills, the downside [is] the possibility that it would bias the data collected" 
(Bloch 1999:377).  Occasionally, refugee researchers mention the difficulties they encounter 
in overcoming the strong feelings of suspicions and high level of mistrust of the refugees 
resulting in the necessity to omit the registration of certain data, such as for, example, contact 
addresses (379), real names or other possibly politically sensitive information, such as ethnic 
affiliations.  Rarely, however, is mention made of the possibility that the data collected are 
biased because of the interviewees' interpretation of the interviewer's positionality.  I found 
only few references in the literature pondering whether  
it is possible that asylum seekers may accentuate their difficulties with the hope that 
publicity will rally sympathy to their plight.  Thus, the possibility that data are being 
biased [sic] cannot be discounted entirely . . . (Sinnerbrink et al. 1997:468)  
Only Knudsen investigated in-depth "how a subject (refugee) [sic] tries to construe a life 
history in an attempt to reduce the uncertainty of his/her life course and simultaneously 
secure his/her rights towards the future" (1990:123).   
Comparable to the way in which the refugees' interpretation of Knudsen's positionality 
influenced the (re)construction of their life histories, I noticed during my research that 
different groups of refugees presented themselves differently depending on the roles they 
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ascribed to me.  A considerable number of Congolese men and women, for example, 
conspicuously downdressed at our first meeting (i.e., the women covering up their expensive 
hairstyles with scarves and taking off golden jewelry) in the conviction that I was the 
representative of an international NGO scouting for a project for "poor refugees" on which to 
spend money.  On another occasion, a group of Burundese women, conspicuously 
professionally attired, presented themselves as the representatives of their respective women's 
associations, founded to explicitly engage in matters such as conflict resolution and peace 
reconstruction, expecting me, as an "undercover" official from UNHCR (or UNIFEM) to 
invite them to international workshops on the topic.   
On most occasions, except for the older Rwandese who considered me to be associated 
with the International Crimes Tribunal for Rwanda in Arusha and thus avoided to meet with 
me at all, respondents were appropriating the prevailing discourse on and image of "a 
refugee" as poor,  destitute and dependent on international assistance, i.e., money from a 
white person.  Their strategy was not exclusively reserved for Western researchers, and not 
always carried out for the same purpose.  One informant related that he learned, after an 
initial mishap, to downdress when going to the Tanzanian Refugee Department in Dar es 
Salaam lest he be chased away for not being a "real" refugee and risk being refused a 
temporary residence permit.
22
  In other instances, informants re-interpreted the offer by some 
countries to resettle certain categories of refugees as their "right" as refugees to be resettled in 
a third country.  When confronted with "UNHCR denying them their right as refugees to be 
resettled," some refugees took the matter to the Legal and Human Rights Center or the 
Amnesty International office in Dar es Salaam (and sometimes beyond) so as to "expose the 
                                                 
22
 Malkki, as well, doing her research in Western Tanzania, noticed how refugee workers in Tanzania had a 
"pronounced tendency to try identify and fix the "real" refugee on extralegal grounds . . . making it possible to 
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infringement on their human rights as refugees."  From these examples emerges not only the 
agency displayed by the urban refugees in dealing with their situation of forced migration, 
but equally how "the meanings they make, depend . . . on the discourses available to them" 
(Canning 1994:377).  Discourses such as those on human rights, on third country resettlement 
programs and on "poor, dependent" refugees are continuously re-interpreted and its 
constitutive elements used by the refugees as arguments in strategies aimed at regaining 
control over their lives and securing future ambitions. 
Of particular relevance to my own research, in this respect, was the strategy of a large 
number of respondents and informants to present themselves as "alone, poor and needy."  
These conscious strategies turned out to be an obstacle in collecting certain types of 
information, such as, socio-economic background or class, network size, the actual amount of 
financial support received from social network members, etceteras.  One female informant, 
for example, pretended to be the housegirl in the house she actually owned and had financed 
by trading internationally in women's cosmetics.  Another man asked me for financial 
assistance to pay the monthly rent of his house while he had just imported several computers 
into the country intending to sell them locally.  On more than one occasion, a respondent 
started out by stating that "not a single person" had ever helped him/her in any way during the 
flight from home or the years of residence in Dar es Salaam.  Other times, amounts of money 
sent over from relatives and friends abroad were reportedly smaller than the bank charges 
involved in the transfer.  When instances like these occur, it is important for the researcher to 
be very aware of the politics involved in the interactions between interviewer and 
                                                                                                                                                        
claim that given people were not real refugees because they did not look (or conduct themselves) like real 
refugees" (1996: 384). 
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interviewee, as well as to be careful in evaluating the reliability of the stories and data 
collected and whether to include them in the final analysis.   
As another corollary of this particular situation, I found that refugees who were socially 
well integrated in the host community and financially self-sufficient, were more often than 
not uninterested in participating in the research project.  Not only because there was always 
the risk of exposing themselves as refugees by being seen talking to me, but in addition, they 
considered that there was nothing useful to gain, in neither social nor economic terms, from 
spending their time and experiences with a (foreign) social researcher.  It is in the same line 
that usually only the very needy and really destitute refugees (e.g., female headed households 
with large families) humbly seek material assistance from the few humanitarian agencies in 
Dar es Salaam, thereby reaffirming the circulating stereotypical image of the "poor and 
dependent refugees."   However, it is clear that despite the (possible) methodological pitfalls 
of doing research among undocumented refugees in terms of skewed samples, incomplete 
information, albeit outright untruths, there remains a significant amount of knowledge to be 
gained from it.   
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